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Early Neolithic Subsistence Behaviors in Eastern Anatolia
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In 1991 a salvage excavation was begun at Hallan Cemi Tepesi, a largely aceramic
site in the Taurus foothills of eastern Turkev.! The results of the 1991 through 1993 field
seasons permitted some preliminary observations concerning the material culture of the
site's early Neolithic inhabitants. Of particular note was the relatively high degree of
cultural complexity implied by that material culture (see Rosenberg and Davis 1992,
Rosenberg 1994). Also of note was the evidence suggesting that, at its earliest stages, the
Neolithic tradition in eastern Anatolia evolved with only minimal influence from the
contemporaneous Levantine complex.

Excavations at Hallan Cemi are ongoing and the results of the 1994 field season
make it necessary to once again modify some of the tentative conclusions concerning the
site's stratigraphy. More importantly, the ongoing analyses of the botanical and faunal
remains, as well as of relevant aspects of the artifact assemblage, now make it possible to
begin making some preliminary observations about the subsistence behaviors of the site's
inhabitants. The picture that is emerging from these ongoing analyses is often at odds with
prior expectations. For example, though sedentism is indicated, it was apparently not
based on the exploitation of cereals. The site's inhabitants also appear to have been experi-
menting with animal domestication. In all, the Hallan Cemi data promise to significantly
alter our understanding of the origins of food production and animal husbandry in south-
western Asia.

' The Hallan Cemi excavation is being jointly sponsored by the University of Delaware and the Diyarbakir
Museumn. The 1991 through 1993 seasons were funded by grants from the National Geographic Society, The
National Science Foundation the University of Delaware Research Foundation, the American Research
Institute in Turkey, the University of Delaware, the University Museum of the Uruversity of Pennsylvania,
and the University of Michigan. In addition, during all three seasons, substantial support, in the way of both
material and services, was provided to the project by Mobil Exploration Mediterranean Inc. (Turkey). The
1994 season was funded by a grant from the National Science Foundation. In addition, we are grateful to the
Batman Provincial government for kindly making government facilities available to the project. I am also
grateful to Necdet Inal (Director) and Salahitin Aksu (Asst. Director) of the Diyarbakir Museum, Ozgen
Karaca (Director) and Sehmuz Kartal (Asst. Director) of the Batman regional office of the Mimstry of
Culture, for their assistance at various stages of the project.
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The Botanical Assemblage

Carbonized plant remains are consistently well preserved in the Hallan Cemi depos-
its. Collection was largely by means of flotation involving a sample of the site's deposits,
though individual seeds, nuts, etc. were also collected by hand in some instances. What
follows is for the most part based on the formal analysis of a limited number of flotation
samples from the 1992 season (Fig. 3), as well as more preliminary analysis of samples
from other contexts. Analysis of the sample balance is ongoing.

In the samples analyzed to date, relatively few seeds of wild grasses were found and
most were in fragmentary condition. None have yet been identified as belonging to the
cereal grasses. Compared to other sites of this period in Iraq and the Levant, this relative
paucity of wild grasses 1s surprising. It is, however, consistent with the dearth of sickle
blades in the Hallan Cemi chipped stone assemblage (Rosenberg 1994:128).

In contrast, pulses are common. They are mostly fragmentary and thus cannot be
identified beyond I'iciaiLathyrus. However, identifiable examples of both lentils (Lens sp.)
and bitter vetch (Iicia ervilia) were found. Nuts are also common. These include wild
almond (Amygdalus sp.), pistachio (Pistacia sp.) and another thin-walled nut that remains
to be identified. During both the 1993 and 1994 seasons, deposits in several parts of the
mound yielded concentrations of wild almond (Fig. 5). Wild almonds contain potential
toxins, yet almonds were clearly of great economic importance at Hallan Cemi despite that
latent toxicity. This suggests the existence of processes for mitigating that latent toxicity
and rendering almonds into an edible product. Judging from the concentrations of charred
almonds encountered in 1993 and 1994, roasting seems to have played a part in the pro-
cessing of almonds. It is also perhaps noteworthy that small, shallow sand and gravel pits
occur scattered about the site. Though it is not clear whether these shallow pits were used
for food preparation and, if so, for what foods, i1t is concetvable that these sand pits also
played a role in the processing of almonds.

Also common in the botanical assemblage are the seeds of sea club-rush
(Bolboschoenus maritimus), a species of Polygonum, and Gundelia tournefortii. The
presence of Gundelia tournefortii is particularly interesting, as it is not often reported to be
found at sites of this period. Gundelia is a perennial tumbleweed belonging to the daisy
family (Compositae). Though typically native to steppe habitats, it does occur in open
woodland, such as appears to have then existed in the vicinity of Hallan Cemi.* The fruit
consists of a woody and fibrous capitulum enclosing a single waxy achene (weight ca. 0.03
gm) in the single fertile floret at the center of the capitulum. The achene, as its waxy
appearance suggests, is rich in fatty oils.

* According to Rowena Gale, who graciously provided these data, Fraxinus, Quercus, Prunus, Pistacia,
and Salix or Populus are represented in the wood charcoal from the site. Questionably, buckthom (cf.
Frangula alnus) is also present. The Salix/Populus charcoal probably indicates the proximity of riverine
forests to the site, while the other species are consistent with a mixed oak forest.



























